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The closest strangers are
those who “cannot see” us

Barriers caused by urban design quietly
hamper the lives of individuals with different
abilities. A stone step as high as five centimetres
can already cause significant trouble for
wheelchair users. Be Seen is a solo performance
performed by and based on the true story
of Chinese influencer Zhao Hongcheng (aka
Chengzi). The story begins with Chengzi
preparing to speak at an event. The elevator,
ramp and other accessibility facilities on stage
appear “manageable”, just like in real life. She
moves around effortlessly and arrives at the
venue on her own. But she struggles to find an
ideal accessible toilet...

The toilet is just a pretext. As the
performance unfolds, Chengzi vividly reveals
the deepest struggles and emotional conflicts of
individuals with different abilities—the desire to
wear a skirt, the reluctance to have others push
her wheelchair, the tension she feels when others
avoid her or treat her with excessive caution, and
clashes with her spouse and mother. Do these
misunderstandings and prejudices stem from
society’s indifference or over-interpretation?
Even her closest loved ones can’t seem to truly
“see” her as an ordinary person. Yet Chengzhi’s
words are neither bitter nor resentful. Instead,
her storytelling is witty, effortless and upbeat.

Her self-deprecating humour often elicits
laughter or wry smiles from the audience.
“After all, I'm a rational, rather than emotional,
Aquarius.” Yet, the audience is left shaken by the
sobering reality presented in the performance.

On stage, Chengzi has prepared two
scripts—one that is easily told and one
that is difficult to articulate. She questions
why individuals with different abilities are
pigeonholed by the public as either living a
life of hardship due to their defects or living a
life of inspiration because of their hard work.
Regardless of which story she tells, Chengzi
does not lie as both are based on her real-life
experiences. But she will be dishonest by telling
one story only. In fact, individuals with different
abilities, like you and me, are multidimensional,
multifaceted and complex.

Blending reality and fiction, this solo
performance written by Chengzi is based on her
own life. What is purely authentic, however, is
her desire to demonstrate her “right to speak”,
and her hope that the audience will offer their
patience and openness. In this way, they can
see and hear her (and others like her); despite
having different bodily conditions, they are
recognised for their complete, multifaceted
personalities and lives.
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| must stand
before the public
for you to see me

In as early as 2019, Chengzi established
a self-media channel where she documents
her life through videos. Her content covers
topics such as personal growth, evaluations
of the city’s accessible facilities and her travel
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“Everyone desires to be
accepted, and then loved,
completely by those closest
to them. This is beyond any
disability.”

- Zhao Hongcheng (Chengzi)

experiences as a wheelchair user, hoping to
break down public preconceptions about
individuals with different abilities. She has
always soldiered on in her own self-determined
way until she participates in this performance,
where the playwright asks her “some profound
questions”: What’s troubling you the most
right now? What are some things in your life
that you can never forget or forgive?

Suddenly, Chengzi realised that her
biggest trouble is that “lI don’t know how to
show my true self. | have always had to cater
to society’s expectations of me.” This thought
became her monologue on stage: “l don’t
understand why sometimes | need to pretend
to be weaker than other people in order to
appear normal; or why, at other times, | need
to appear stronger to be considered normal.
What exactly is normal?” she questions. “The
playwright offered me the space to express
my vulnerabilities, even discontent that | hadn’t
acknowledged before. In the past, | did not
have the room to pursue these emotions.”

The meaning of going
mainstream

In the performance, Chengzi shares her
“real” experience of growing up, covering various
aspects of her childhood, family, education,
work and life, including intimate exchanges and
sexual life with her partner. These issues are not



only about the identity and social perception
of individuals with different abilities but, more
importantly, about the topic of “being seen.” She
wants to be seen not only by the public but also
be seen by her loved ones.

Chengzi openly admits to a stronger
motivation: to appear in front of more people
and stand in front of the public. “These people
may not be interested in social justice or
individuals with different abilities. But | want
to enter mainstream platforms and appear
before them with vigour.” On stage, Chengzi
asks with a conflicted expression if her story
holds any significance for the audience. But in
reality, she intends to make them reflect, and
the “significance” belongs to her and her own
experience. Whether she chooses to verbalise it
or not, Chengzi insists on her right to speak, to
have an honest sharing that is not about fulfilling
the audience’s expectations but her own truth. “I
just want people to see individuals with different
abilities regardless of whether they want to see
it or get something out of seeing it. The act of
‘being seen’ is crucial for everyone.” Chengzi
may appear soft-spoken on stage. She is,
however, gentle yet resolute in real life, knowing
that an equal and harmonious communication is
necessary for better audience reception.

Discerning her own voice
from others

In addition to being seen by the public, the
playwright also provides Chengzi with another
perspective: to be seen by her “mother,” a
beloved family member. In the performance,
many parts of the story about her mother are
fictional. However, the issues of how parents
perceive their children’s disability, and whether
they can accept the children as they are, become
themes that Chengzi wishes to explore.

“In real life, many parents of individuals
with different abilities don’t know how to be
good parents. They might be acclimated to
social norms and pass on negative external
voices to their children.” She cites an example
of a mother who discourages her daughter
from wearing skirts because her legs look too
thin. As a matter of fact, Chengzi had a similar
experience. “Maybe it’s because my mother
thought | shouldn’t always display my disability.”
Until she grew up and was able to establish her
own thoughts and awareness of her own identity
as an individual with different abilities. “Those
words aren’t mine. | should accept myself.
Regardless of our abilities, everyone desires to
be accepted and then loved completely by those
closest to them. This is beyond any disability and
resonates with most audiences, which fosters
understanding and empathy.”

As someone who shares in front of the
public, Chengzi has always lived with a sense of
insecurity. But she has persisted over the years.
“m learning to accept this feeling. | can achieve
more with this internal fear.” She deeply believes
that expressing her most genuine emotions and
conflicts through the arts goes beyond creation
or public expression. “It’s also a great way for
me to express and heal myself.”

Chengzi’s performance condenses her
ongoing physical and emotional struggles and
growth, including letting go of shame. “l don’t
think | have this shame anymore. So, | can focus
more on my personal state and feelings, instead
of living to meet others’ expectations.” As it
goes in the performance, “Disability is a fact that
I cannot change. But no longer seeing myself as
a patient—that is something | can change.”
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Influencer and wheelchair user Zhao Hongcheng is a mainland Chinese vlogger and content

creator. Since 2019, Zhao has shared videos about her personal experiences as a wheelchair user on
her social media channel, promoting accessibility at work and on public transport, and helping disabled
individuals integrate into society. In 2023, she made her debut in theatre, starring in Be Seen. This
performance earned her a nomination for Best New Artist at the Seventh Chinese Theatre Awards.
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Graduate of Yale School of Drama, Department of Directing, SRF and Shanghai Theatre

Academy, Department of Directing. Directorial and assistant directorial works include Feathers, Glass
Laboratory, Maze of the Heart, and musical Alice. She has also appeared in various short films and
theatrical productions as an actor.
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Writer, playwright, director, and literary translator. Founder and Artistic Director of the Sound
and Fury Play Reading Festival. Her plays were performed at the Royal Court Theatre, Edinburgh
International Festival and National Theatre Company of China.
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A producing brand under M Theatrical, established in 2021, focuses on creating high-quality
theatrical content with contemporary significance. They emphasize minority groups and women’s
issues, with their debut original work Be Seen.
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